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Abstract 
 
This study aims to investigate Hong Kong primary teachers’ perspective of approaches and the 
difficulties they met when implementing bullying interventions.  Since there are not many 
research studies regarding the teachers’ view in Hong Kong context, this study aims to fill this 
research gap. Five in-service teachers from different types of primary schools in Hong Kong 
have been interviewed to find out their views. The findings presented that they favour different 
approaches and some of them used mixed approaches to deal with bullying. The difficulties 
they met included time constraint, incompetent to handle bullying, family education, difficulty 
to arrange schedule for whole-school bullying interventions and hard to provide specific 
interventions. The results indicate that further exploration can be done on how to facilitate 
teachers to develop successful bullying interventions. 
  
4 
Bullying Interventions in Hong Kong Primary Classrooms:  
Teachers’ Perspectives of Approaches and Difficulties 
 
Contents 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................................................ 2 
Abstract................................................................................................................................................................... 3 
Contents .................................................................................................................................................................. 4 
Chapter 1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 5 
1.1 Situation of bullying in Hong Kong Primary Schools.......................................................................... 5 
Chapter 2 Literature Review ................................................................................................................................... 7 
2.1 Definitions of bullying and typology of bullying .................................................................................. 7 
2.2 Effects of bullying ................................................................................................................................... 8 
2.3 Bullying interventions ............................................................................................................................ 9 
2.4 Successful bullying intervention .......................................................................................................... 13 
2.5 Teachers’ perspective towards bullying .............................................................................................. 14 
Chapter 3 Methodology ........................................................................................................................................ 16 
3.1 Procedure and Participants ................................................................................................................. 16 
3.2 Data Collection and Analysis ............................................................................................................... 18 
Chapter 4 Findings................................................................................................................................................ 19 
4.1 Teachers’ perspective towards proactive and reactive approaches ................................................. 19 
4.2 Teachers’ perspective towards reactive bullying interventions ........................................................ 21 
4.3 Teachers’ perspective towards proactive bullying interventions ..................................................... 24 
4.4 Difficulties of implementing bullying interventions ........................................................................... 30 
Chapter 5 Discussions .......................................................................................................................................... 34 
Conclusions .......................................................................................................................................................... 38 
References ............................................................................................................................................................ 40 
Appendix .............................................................................................................................................................. 44 
1. A consent form to the participants ................................................................................................. 44 
2. Interview questions in English and Chinese versions ................................................................... 45 
3. A sample transcript of the interview .............................................................................................. 48 
 
 
  
5 
Bullying Interventions in Hong Kong Primary Classrooms:  
Teachers’ Perspectives of Approaches and Difficulties 
 
Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
1.1 Situation of bullying in Hong Kong Primary Schools 
The situation of bullying is alarming in Hong Kong primary schools. According to a survey 
conducted by Wong, Lok, Lo and Ma (2002), more than 40% of primary school students had 
reported the experience of being bullied in schools before. 87.5% of bystanders had witnessed 
verbal aggression, and more than one-third of the students had seen it for more than 11 times. 
It is also unelectable that 67.5% of bystanders had witnessed physical bullying. Around one-
fourth of them also reported that they would ignore the bullying cases for verbal bullying and 
relational bullying. These figures does not only suggest that bullying is worrying in Hong Kong 
primary schools but also implies that we have to evaluate bullying interventions used at schools 
and adopt more effective strategies. 
 
According to Saufler and Gagne (2000), bullying in primary schools may lead to a more violent 
behaviour in their later stage. With the fact that the bullying situation is alarming in Hong Kong 
primary schools, and the long-term effects on victims, bullies and bystanders are huge, 
preventive bullying interventions which include all parties are needed in primary schools. 
Teachers therefore have an important role in anti-bullying work in schools (Salmivalli, 
Kaukiainen, Voeten, & Sinisammal, 2004). Athola, Haataja, Kärnä, Poskiparta and Salmivalli 
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(2012) mentioned that effective anti-bullying work were mostly implemented by teachers. How 
teachers react to bullying cases can determine the outcomes of bullying in school (Espelage & 
Swearer Napolitano, 2003; Olweus, 1993 as cited in Smith et al., 2009,). Furthermore, Allen 
(2010) suggested that early interventions will result in prevention of bullying, therefore 
implementing effective bullying interventions in the early primary stage will be crucial to all 
students. However, there are insufficient studies regarding Hong Kong primary school teachers’ 
perspective of approaches and difficulties. Hence this research study will focus on this area to 
find out the approaches they often use in handling bullying cases and the difficulties they met. 
 
The research questions of this study will be as follows: 
1. What approaches have the primary school teachers used to intervene students’ bullying 
behaviours? 
2. What difficulties do they have when they implement the bullying interventions? 
3. What suggestions can be drawn from the difficulties found by the primary school teachers? 
 
In the coming sections, I shall first introduce the definition of bullying, its effects to bullies, 
victims and other bystanders, and different bullying interventions. Then, I shall present the 
method, results and discussion of this research. Finally, there will be recommendations and 
conclusion. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 
2.1 Definitions of bullying and typology of bullying 
Bullying is a pervasive phenomenon in many primary and secondary schools around the world. 
Bullying is defined as “a student being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, 
repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other students”, and it 
often happens with an imbalance of power between the bullies and victims (Olweus, 1993, p. 
9). Bullying is also a type of proactive aggression as suggested by Coie, Dodge, Terry and 
Wright (1991) and Thompson, Arora and Sharp (2002) which the bullies aim at achieving an 
external goal by putting dominance over the others (Crick & Dodge, 1999).  
 
There are four types of bullies identified by Argenbright and Edgell (1999): physical, verbal, 
relational and reactive bullies. Physical bullies include physical action to hurt the victims or 
damage their property. Verbal bullies often humiliate or insult victims by using aggressive 
words, name-calling, making racist comments or constant teasing. Relational bullies are often 
found on girls. They try to convince others to reject the victims in order to cut off the social 
connections of them by using verbal aggression and rumours spreading. Reactive bullies are 
the hardest to be identified since they often taunt the bullies while bully others at the same time. 
8 
Bullying Interventions in Hong Kong Primary Classrooms:  
Teachers’ Perspectives of Approaches and Difficulties 
 
When they face aggression, they tend to react impulsively and retaliate by using physical 
aggression (Beale, 2001). 
 
Thompson, Arora and Sharp (2002) stated that boys and girls are both likely to engage in 
different forms of aggression with different reasons. Boys are more likely to engage in physical 
bullying while girls are more likely to engage in other forms of bullying. There is also a 
decrease of using physical aggression with increase of age but instead, children use more verbal 
aggression (Olweus, 1993).  
 
2.2 Effects of bullying 
Bullying brings both physical and psychological effect on not only victims, but also bullies and 
bystanders. Physical injury is not the only effect brought by physical bullying, sometimes the 
psychological effects are what remained after the physical wounds of the victims are recovered. 
Smokowski and Kopasz (2005) stated that victims may experience mental problems, such as 
anxiety and depression due to the fear of getting bullied. Attention-deficit disorder is also 
common on the victims because they have to constantly and anxiously monitor the environment 
around them to “anticipate the next victimization episode” (Smokowski & Kopasz, 2005, 104). 
It then leads to school truancy, poor academic performance and in the worst case, suicidal 
ideation. In the long-term, their self-esteem will become lower than those who do not 
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experience bullying (Olweus, 1993). 
 
However, the effect of bullying on bullies and bystanders are significant. Bullies tend to be 
more related to criminal conviction in the research done by Olweus (1991). They also 
experienced social problems in the later elementary and high school years since they only 
gained short acceptance by peers (Olweus, 1993), hence they are not necessarily prosocial nor 
enjoy high social status for a long period of time. Furthermore, bystanders who observe 
bullying may also experience the same distress as the victims. They are worried that they may 
become the next victim so their attention in the lesson will be shifted away. They will focus on 
seeking ways to avoid being the target of bullying instead of paying attention in the lesson 
(Whitted & Dupper, 2005). 
 
2.3 Bullying interventions 
Traditionally, bullying interventions are reactive and remedial in nature. These interventions 
focus on individual student level, especially on bullies and victims. In school guidance, 
remedial guidance is a “responsive and curative approach” which provides individual level of 
interventions to students who experience “emotional, psychological, or behavioral difficulties” 
(Hui, Tsang & Law, 2011, p. 2267). Unlike preventive guidance, it does not focus on 
anticipation of bullying problems and enhancing students’ awareness of bullying. Suppressive 
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strategy is another example of reactive and punitive approach that many Hong Kong schools 
use to directly control students’ bullying behaviour (Wong, 2004). It is blame driven that 
bullies are shamed and have to carry consequences of bullying in order to correct their behavior. 
Wong (2004) proved that harsh punishments that included in suppressive strategy are 
ineffective to stop bullying. Parents meeting, suspension of school, withdrawal of students’ 
privilege, nonphysical sanctions are often used with this strategy to stop their bullying 
behaviour. However, this strategy may worsen the relationship between the bullies and victims 
and may not teach them the skills of dealing with bullying (Wong, 2004, Mishna, 2008, Hui, 
Tsang & Law, 2011). Therefore, this strategy has limited effectiveness on preventing bullying. 
Yet it is sometimes the best action to deal with bullying in certain situations (Allen, 2010) and 
can be positively contributed to prevention of school bullying (Yu, 1995), hence it still serves 
an important role in bullying intervention.  
 
Proactive approach stresses on developing students’ social skills, increasing self-efficacy and 
increasing awareness of bullying to not only the bullies and victims, but all the students. 
Focusing on anticipation and prevention of bullying, whole-school antibullying approach and 
developmental guidance are examples of effective and popular proactive approach among 
Hong Kong and other countries (Hui, 2000, Hui, Tsang, Law, 2011).Moreover, proactive 
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approach is reported to be more favourable by teachers and students as they both value the 
teaching of problem solving skills proactively (Hui, 2000). 
 
Developmental guidance focuses on positively facilitating students’ whole-person 
development, which includes “personal, social and moral self-formation”. That development 
helps to strengthen students’ social skills and benefits to prevention of bullying. Developmental 
guidance may target on individual student level, classroom level and whole-school level, from 
providing bullies and victims remedial guidance to deal with their aggression and negative 
emotions positively, to discussion of bullying in the class and devising a whole-school 
antibullying policy (Hui, Tsang & Law, 2011, 2267). Although Hui (1998) found that more 
schools were engaging remedial and development guidance in school, they usually focused 
more on remedial work. Hui (2000) also presented that there was a lack of a systematic and 
integrated whole school developmental programme in the schools. They scattered 
developmental guidance material through the school’s timetable. Talks, were not implemented 
with the introduction of the corresponding theme and skills at the same time but were rather 
served as “add-on activities to the school’s timetable” (Hui, 2000, p. 77). 
 
A whole-school approach means involving all the relevant parties, including all teaching staff, 
students and parents to develop their ability to be aware of and respond to bullying by 
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collaboratively planning and implement a developmental whole-school policy in guidance in 
school curriculum (Olweus, 1993, Watkins, 1994). The rationale behind of including all school 
community is that children’s internal factors are not the only factor that lead to bullying, 
external subsystem also affect how bullying occurs (Hui, Tsang & Law, 2011). Moreover, 
bystanders can be powerful to determine the extent of bullying. They can serve as reinforcers 
of bullying by observing the process of bullying, which is then provided audience and 
encouragement for the bullies to exert the power on the victims, or serve as defenders who 
comfort the victims and try to stop bullying. They can also serve as non-involver by silently 
allowing bullying to go on (Salimivalli, 1999, Andreou, Didaskalou & Vlachou, 
2008).Educating bystanders provide them the skills to deal with bullying with minimum risks 
(Hawkins, Pepler, and Craig, 2001). Thus, including bystanders in bullying interventions is 
pertinent to prevent bullying, and a whole-school approach will be preferable (Lee & Wong, 
2009).  
 
Adopting a whole-school curriculum promotes developmental guidance, as well as personal 
and social development in the whole school (Watkins, 1995). School psychologists and 
counsellors will then be crucial in whole-school approach. Not only can they provide 
consultation on implementation of developmental guidance, they can also support the schools 
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by collaborating with the teachers in planning and organizing the school curriculum (Hui, 
2000). 
 
2.4 Successful bullying intervention 
The effectiveness of proactive approach is obvious in dealing with bullying, however the 
benefits that the remedial approach brought by cannot be neglected. Since both approaches 
have their own benefits, thus a comprehensive approach with developmental guidance which 
is proactive and remedial in nature will be the most successful to tackle bullying. Furthermore, 
including not only individual student but the whole-school will be the most successful approach 
as suggested by Whitted and Dupper (2005). Lee and Wong (2009) pointed out a whole-school 
approach is regarded as a crucial factor of successful bullying intervention due to the great 
effectiveness in reducing bullying incidents from research. Single separated session of 
interventions due to time constraint are seen as ineffective because they are inadequate and 
incomplete (Gottfredson, 1987, Allen, 2010). Therefore a comprehensive and systematic 
approach should be adopted in Hong Kong schools.   
 
As teachers can determine the outcome of bullying in school, they then have an important role 
in bullying prevention, especially in the whole-school approach of intervention. A good 
communication among all parties in the schools are pertinent to the success of whole-school 
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approach. In order to increase teachers’ involvement in the school guidance, Hui and Lo (1997) 
suggested that a formal channel for the teachers to share their beliefs and goals of guidance and 
whole-school policy will help to implement a successful whole-school curriculum. Moreover, 
due to the time constraint and the stress on academic excellence in Hong Kong, schools will 
need to take the first step to recognize the importance of and state conviction to integrating 
developmental antibullying curriculum into the school curriculum (Hui, 2000).   
 
2.5 Teachers’ perspective towards bullying 
Teachers’ perspective of bullying interventions will deeply affect the risk of bullying and how 
the bullying interventions are implemented (Dake, Price, Telljohann & Funk, 2003). Dake et 
al. (2003) sent questionnaires to 685 elementary school teachers in United States which targets 
at finding the elementary school teachers’ perceptions and practice regarding bullying 
intervention. The result shows that 86.3% of the teachers involved serious talks with bullies 
and victims when there is a bullying situation and only less than one-third of the participants 
used whole-school approach, such as discussing bullying in the lesson and engaging students 
in setting up class rules. It could be possible that the teachers chose to involve reactionary 
intervention, which is remedial in nature but only limited to individual level, rather than 
prevention interventions when they are dealing with bullying cases because they lack 
knowledge to implement effective bullying intervention or perceive difficulties in 
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implementing them, however, the result from this research indicates that most teachers do not 
perceive any barriers during the implementation of bullying. The largest barrier they reported 
is time constraint, which is predicted to be similar to the finding of this study which focuses in 
Hong Kong context, as the lesson schedule is also very tight in Hong Kong. The study 
explained their choice of interventions by analyzing their perceived effectiveness of the 
preventive interventions suggested above and their level of training regarding bullying 
intervention. It is found that the preventive interventions suggested above are not that effective 
as perceived by teachers. They also reported that they lacked knowledge and training to 
implement effective bullying interventions.  
 
In Hong Kong, Wong (2004) found that not many teachers had intention to adopt a 
comprehensive approach to deal with bullying. It is also found that majority of the teachers 
helped settle the conflicts between the bullies and victims, yet more than 15% of students still 
said that the teachers did not do any actions to the bullying cases reported by the students 
(Wong, et al., 2002). Since there are not many similar research studies regarding teachers’ 
perspective of bullying intervention approaches and difficulties in Hong Kong, it is possible 
that the case in Hong Kong will be similar to the finding by Dake et al. (2003). Moreover, 
teachers’ perceptions on bullying greatly affect bullying situations in primary schools, thus it 
is important to examine teachers’ perceptions of approach and difficulties they met. In the next 
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chapter, it will present how this study examine teachers’ perceptions and difficulties they have 
in implementing bullying interventions. 
 
Chapter 3 Methodology 
 
The present study is qualitative in nature. Case studies provide empirical information to 
investigate bullying. Yin (2003) suggests that a case study should be able to explain “how” or 
“why” of a phenomenon. Since there is a lack of research study regarding the teachers’ view 
of bullying intervention approaches in Hong Kong, this study will then aim to fill this research 
gap and target at explaining “how” the teachers view bullying intervention approaches and 
“why” they prefer certain approaches than the others, and explore the difficulties they met in 
implementing bullying intervention. 
 
3.1 Procedure and Participants 
The study was carried out in the form of semi-structured individual interview. It was started in 
March to April. The criteria of choosing the suitable interviewees are as follows: 
1. They must be in-service primary teachers. 
2. They must have met students’ bullying cases in their teaching. 
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Screening questions regarding the above criteria were asked through emails, phone calls or text 
messages before confirming the teachers to be the informants of this study: 
1. Are you an in-service teacher teaching in primary school? 
2. Have you met any students’ bullying cases in you teaching? 
The purpose of asking those screening questions are to check whether they match the criteria 
of interviewees. The objective of asking screening questions and the study will be stated clearly 
to them before getting any information from them. They can choose to reject answering any 
screening questions. If the teachers match the criteria of the interviewees, an invitation letter 
with the ethic approval will be sent to them to ask for the consent of participating in the study 
in the form of face to face interview or WhatsApp voice messaging interview. They can reject 
the interview at any time without bearing any consequences.  
 
There are five participants in this study and they are all teaching in primary schools in Hong 
Kong. Their teaching experiences are ranging from 1 year to more than 20 years. All of them 
have the experience of being class teachers and mainly teach Chinese and English subjects. 
The types of schools of the participants are also diversified. Two of them work in the same 
government-aided school, two of them work in two different direct subsidy scheme schools 
and one of them work in a private school. Their students mainly come from local, China, South 
Asia, Japan and Korea. Students’ backgrounds vary from family with high social status to low 
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social status. Therefore, the five cases they present are ensured not to be biased. 
 
3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 
There are two forms to conduct the interviews in this study. Face-to-face interview is the major 
form to interview the interviewees as three participants were interviewed in this way. Two 
participants requested other ways of interview, which is using WhatsApp voice messaging 
interview. The interviewer asked and the interviewees answered by recording voice messages 
in WhatsApp. They were interviewed in Cantonese and the recordings were transcribed into 
English for easy comprehension. For the participants who chose face-to-face interview, the 
interview was conducted in private rooms in their schools and in the University of Hong Kong. 
They were also required to sign the consent form before the start of the interview. For the 
participants who were interviewed in WhatsApp voice messaging, they were presented the soft 
copy of the consent form. They were also asked to confirm that they had read and understood 
the details in the form before the interview. In order to ensure the interviewees to be able to 
participate in the study without bearing any consequences given by any parties, their names 
and schools were kept anonymous. They will be addressed by pseudo-names in this study. Only 
my supervisor and I will know the identity of the interviewees.  
 
There was voice recording for the whole the face-to-face interviews. The voice files are saved 
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in a USB with password lock. The voice messages in the WhatsApp are saved in my phone 
with a password and fingerprint lock. Their voice will be transcribed into texts. All the 
recordings and messages will be deleted six months after the completion of the dissertation. 
 
According to Yin (2003), data analysis is "examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or 
otherwise recombining both quantitative and qualitative evidence to address the initial 
propositions of a study" (p.109). Therefore after interviewing the teachers, I examined their 
responses and try to categorize the common approaches they have used and the problems they 
have met. These will be presented in the next chapter.  
 
Chapter 4 Findings 
 
The five participants will be named in pseudo-names, namely Anna, Beth, Chris, Daisy and 
Erica. 
 
4.1 Teachers’ perspective towards proactive and reactive approaches 
Anna valued more on the whole-class proactive approach. She has used a wide range of 
preventive interventions such as setting up class rules, moral education, and real case sharing 
to the whole class. As she said: 
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The preventive method is always better. We shouldn’t only take action when 
something happens…I don’t want to get into troubles in the future. If I don’t 
teach them now, there may be bullying cases in the future…I heard that from 
many senior-grade class teachers said that the older the students the more 
behaviour problems they had 
 
However, Erica expressed a totally different point of view by valuing more on 
reactive approaches to the bullies and victims: 
 
I think interventions to the bullies and victims will be more effective. Because 
bullies have different reasons to bully others. So I think it is more effective to 
handle it individually with the bullies and the victims because I can consider 
their backgrounds. 
 
In contrast, Beth, Chris and Daisy commented that both approaches are necessary, as 
they provide different functions in bullying interventions. As Daisy commented: 
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I think they are different. Because talking to the whole class is to prevent 
[bullying] problem occurs in the future, which is proactive in nature, but 
talking individually with the bullies and victims means that the case has 
happened, and which is to stop the bullying and to punish the bullies. 
 
Beth commented that all approaches are important, and reactive approach cannot be 
neglected although proactive approach has a role to educate students. Chris believes 
that every interventions had their own effectiveness, and it was impossible to reduce 
bullying by using only one method. 
 
4.2 Teachers’ perspective towards reactive bullying interventions 
Talking with the students involved 
Anna and Erica mentioned talking to the students involved in the bullying as a reactive 
approach. Anna would question both the victims and bullies in order to know what had 
happened. Erica would comfort the victims while at the same time provided individual 
education to the bullies. Both of them said that if the cases were too serious they would pass it 
to the discipline team.  
 
Punitive approach 
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Nearly all the participants involved punishment for the bullies as a reactive bullying 
intervention when dealing with bullying cases. Anna and Chris have given demerits to the 
bullies or marked down their misbehaviour records. They reported similar reasons for giving 
this kind of punishment. Anna thinks that bullies can learn a lesson from that and it will help 
to warn them not to do it again, while Chris treats it as a serious warning and wants them to 
bear the consequences of their misbehaviour. However, both of them will give chances to the 
students to correct their behaviours. Chris quoted a bullying case he had handled and explained 
how he gave chances to the bully: 
 
We haven’t marked any demerits on the report card at that time. We 
will observe and give chances for them to change. If their behaviour 
doesn’t change after that, we will have a meeting and discuss if we 
should help and forgive this student. If there is no improvement, then 
we will mark the demerit on his report card.  
 
However, Anna marked a misbehaviour record, which is unlike black marks and will not be 
shown on the report card, since a black mark on report cards might affect students’ future. On 
the other hand, she suspended the prefect duty of one of the bullies, as prefects have a high 
status at the school, and teachers expected a good conduct of prefects.  
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Daisy recalled asking the bullies to apologize at once or write apologize letter to the victims 
for the more serious case. She thinks that writing apologize letter was in a deeper level in which 
the bullies needed to reflect what they had done wrong and learnt the purpose of writing the 
letter.  
 
Nearly all the participants contacted the parents of the students involved in bullying after the 
bullying cases had happened. Daisy said because their families had the responsibility to educate 
their children. Anna shared an experience of meeting the bullies’ parents. They expressed great 
concern about their children’s future: 
 
[One of the bullies’] family is also very traditional. When I met the 
parents, the mother didn’t cry, but she was very concerned: ‘Don’t 
give him a demerit! If you give him a demerit, his future is ruined!’ 
I told her it was not that serious, he was only in primary school. 
 
She also shared another experience of how worried the parents were: 
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When [the bullies’] mother came and see me at that time, she also 
said ‘Teacher you are seeing me now, but you are punishing me not 
my son.’ 
 
4.3 Teachers’ perspective towards proactive bullying interventions 
Personal growth lessons, religious studies lessons and moral lessons 
Beth revealed that there are personal growth lessons (成長課) in the schools and what the 
lessons teach students: 
 
We have personal growth lessons which is very similar to moral lessons. There 
will be different topics, some are about themselves, some are about family, 
some are about the society and the country, and topics like respecting and 
tolerance.  
 
However, she admitted that she did not explicitly talk about bullying in the lessons: 
 
We won’t mention it deliberately but we will talk about respecting others, 
like we have to respect others’ culture when we are from different countries, 
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or help others. These will be covered in the lessons. But we won’t talk about 
bullying in specific. 
 
She also explained how students could learn similar moral values from the religious studies 
lessons as well: 
 
We talk about it easily, such as telling stories from bible, and then give out 
some messages from it. So our kids can easily accept the idea of how to 
respect, care and love others. 
 
Anna also values the importance of preventive anitbullying education in moral lessons. She 
once shared a YouTube video of a sexual harassment victim sharing her own case to the class. 
She noticed that real cases sharing would be very effective to raise students’ awareness of an 
issue: 
 
When my students were watching the clips, they were quiet. The more they 
watched the quieter they were. At the end some of them even cried. 
Because they think the girl was poor. If a boy in his 11-12 years old will 
cry because of this, I think he learnt something from it.  
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She recognized the effectiveness of antibullying education in moral lessons by comparing the 
bullying cases her class to the other three classes: 
 
The bullying cases in my class are way fewer than the other 
classes…[The other three classes] don’t respect teachers, use rude words, 
are very noisy or don’t listen to the teachers during the lessons. In our 
class, we don’t receive any complaints about these from other subject 
teachers. [Other subject teachers] even said the classes of you are easy to 
teach. 
 
 
Seating arrangement 
Anna also used loop setting for the seating arrangement in her senior primary class. Her 
students sat in three in a row for all the lessons and worked together for the group projects. She 
explained the rationale behind is to provide opportunities for the students to appreciate others, 
and the effectiveness was obvious: 
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I think this is quite effective, because there must be one or two students 
who are unpopular in the class. It is for sure, if their personalities are not 
that good or behave poorer then they may get boycotted…Some of them 
who study well may be only good at studying but not good at thinking 
creatively. If they sit in a group like this, they will be more cooperative. 
I also just heard that in the P.5 class last year some of them were not so 
popular with their strange personalities. But in this year the classmates 
have changed the way they view them. They will not dislike them that 
much and boycott them anymore. 
 
 
Class rules 
Anna also shared that she would co-construct class rules with the class at the beginning of the 
terms: 
 
We will discuss the rules at the beginning of the term to see what kinds 
of rules can improve the whole class, at least making the class more 
disciplined, such as less bullying, no teasing other classmates, more 
cooperative and be kind to each other. 
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However, she found it less effective than other intervention strategies and explained the reasons: 
 
In the beginning it is usually quite general, like respecting others, the 
classroom has to be clean, etc… I think only 40-50% are obeyed. There 
are something they shouldn’t do but sometimes they will just do it due 
to the convenience. 
 
Whole-school education 
A specific school theme is used by Anna’s school. The theme will be different every year, 
depending on the area which the students in the previous year were weak in. After adopting the 
theme, the school will implement different relevant campaigns to strengthen the target area of 
students.  
 
Talks and workshops are used by some participants’ schools. Anna found that the content the 
talkers conducted was sometimes too general, which was not engaging to students and could 
not leave a strong impression to students since they could not feel how the victims felt. 
However, Beth and Chris, who are from the same school, recognized that talks were effective 
in intervening bullying. Chris shared his view towards talks: 
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We invite police from police public relations bureau. They have more 
exposure to these cases and those cases are real. So when they share, the 
students learn that it can be very serious, or even need to bear legal 
responsibilities. 
 
Since he thinks that senior students may sometimes be too playful, and they may meet bullying 
when they go to secondary schools, therefore the school emphasizes bullying education on 
them. They found them useful as they believed students could understand more about this issue, 
the harm and the consequences of bullying. 
 
Erica recognized workshops for specific students were the most effective bullying intervention. 
In her case, she has nominated some students who are not good with social skills to a specific 
workshop. She reported the effectiveness:  
 
I have also received good feedback from the social worker. The 
student behaved friendly and nice in the workshop. I found that the 
student is not that self-protected when I contact him recently. He used 
to hit others in the past and was afraid to get bullied, so he hit others 
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easily. He didn’t do these recently and is happier to communicate with 
others now. 
 
Parents meeting 
Anna and Chris mentioned that they had parents meeting not only after the examinations, but 
also at the beginning of the terms, although they do not work in the same school. Both of them 
believe that parents’ cooperation with schools helped to implement effective bullying 
interventions, and both of them value moral values as much as academic development.  
As Chris said, parents would be more cooperative with the schools after the meeting: 
 
The teachers will tell explicitly their expectations on the students, so 
that the parents know how the school runs, and not only do we focus on 
academic achievement but also moral education. We hope that the 
parents can cooperate with the teachers and meet the requirements of 
the schools. 
 
4.4 Difficulties of implementing bullying interventions 
Time constraint  
31 
Bullying Interventions in Hong Kong Primary Classrooms:  
Teachers’ Perspectives of Approaches and Difficulties 
 
Time constraint is reported as a difficulty to implement bullying intervention. Anna commented 
that a lack of time is a major problem for moral lessons, as there are only 20 minutes for each 
lesson, and she needs to cover the planned topics in the lessons. She said that some of her 
colleagues did not even have time to finish the subject teaching. She has to scarified her class 
period or subject lessons to conduct extra whole-class antibullying education. She and Erica 
both found it difficult to implement whole-class antibullying education, since they have very 
limited time to spend with the whole class. Anna explained how difficult it was to find a time 
when the whole class was here: 
 
P.5 to P.6 is having an X-class policy, which means that students who 
are good at Chinese, English and Maths will be pulled out to have 
lessons…there are about 6 students who are pulled out to X-class, so 
it is not the whole class even I use my subject lesson time to talk about 
bullying issue. 
 
This is also one of the reason that Erica did not implement whole-class intervention. However, 
Anna mentioned that the bright students also had behaviourial problems. Therefore having no 
time to meet the class is the most problematic constraint to her. 
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Incompetent to handle bullying 
Erica mentioned that she felt she was incompetent to handle bullying: 
 
As a class teacher I think I am incompetent to provide a good 
bullying intervention. The government can provide more 
resources, it will be better to find more professionals to go to the 
schools and introduce those topics. 
 
Family education 
Beth expressed her concern of how parents educated their children at home: 
It depends on if they parents know how to teach… Usually the 
children are willing to listen when the teachers teach them, but 
when the parents know [bullying] happens can they find a good 
way to deal with it? 
 
Erica also added that some parents might not believe their children had involved in bullying. 
As a result, the education from the family become a barrier towards successful bullying 
interventions even the teachers teach the students the proper social skills. 
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Difficulty to arrange schedule for whole-school bullying interventions 
Chris values academic development more. Hence, he found it difficult to arrange a time with 
the organizations outside to implement talks for the whole school, in order not to clash with 
the normal time school schedule: 
 
Teaching time is always more important, we hope to arrange talks 
that will not affect normal teaching. Mostly these talks will be 
treated as post-exam activities and held near holidays. Normally 
we hold fewer during normal class period…From the perspective 
of the school, these activities should be held without affecting the 
normal schedule. 
 
Hard to provide specific interventions 
Daisy found that it was difficult to provide suitable and specific interventions to the target 
students, especially the bullies and victims. She mentioned that it was difficult to monitor 
students’ behaviors outside the school, such as students involving in cyberbullying, so she 
could not provide instead intervention to them if bullying happened outside the school.  
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Chapter 5 Discussions 
 
The teachers I interviewed used various kinds of interventions to reduce bullying in the schools, 
including both proactive and reactive approaches. Some of them highly value antibullying 
education and others expressed importance of this, which is encouraging as bullying can leave 
a serious harm on both bullies and victims as discussed in chapter 2.2. They value proactive 
interventions as they can raise students’ awareness of bullying and teach them problem solving 
skills (Hui, 2000). Some of them found that both proactive and reactive approaches have their 
functions and roles in bullying interventions, using them together as a comprehensive approach 
will be more effective than using only one approach, which matches the literature of a 
successful bullying interventions. 
 
All the participants involved punitive approach to stop students’ bullying. It is found that 
demerit and misbehaviour records are used as reactive interventions and are highly valued by 
the teachers. Suspending bullies’ duties is punitive and similar to withdrawal of privilege 
because students cannot enjoy the same high status in school as before. Although these 
punishments were not harsh, the relationships between the bullies and victims may still be 
worsen as suggested by Wong (2004) because the bullies may think the victims made him get 
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punished. However, they gave chances when they use demerit and mishebaviour records, 
therefore it is less likely that the problem above will emerge. Moreover, teachers’ use of 
punitive approach does not necessarily contribute negatively to prevention of school bullying. 
Instead, some of the interventions used by the participants have educational purpose, such as 
asking students to write apologize letter. It allows students to reflect on their problems and 
know why they need to apologize. Furthermore, the participants used other remedial approach 
with punitive approach to deal with students’ bullying, such as talking with the bullies, so that 
students do not just face the consequences without knowing what they have done wrong. 
Therefore, it can contribute positively to the prevention of bullying as suggested by (Yu, 1995). 
 
All the participants involved using whole-school approach to tackle bullying, which is a crucial 
factor in successful bullying interventions (Whitted & Dupper, 2005). Some of them used talks 
and moral lessons to raise the awareness of antibullying of the schools. Their target of education 
is not limited to bullies and victims, but also the bystanders, as external environment and 
bystanders can affect the degree of bullying (Hui, Tsang & Law, 2011, Salimivalli, 1999, 
Andreou et al., 2008). Besides, a good communication among the school staff and teachers’ 
involvement are pertinent to the success of a whole-school approach. Nonetheless, a participant 
mentioned that not all the teachers have the same belief and practice of whole-school bullying 
interventions, therefore the effects regarding reducing bullying varied. In order to achieve a 
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successful whole-school approach, as suggested by Hui and Lo (1997), a formal channel should 
be provided by the schools to enable teachers to share their goals and beliefs of whole-school 
policies. 
 
It is also interesting to find out family education to their children is a difficulty for teachers in 
implementing bullying interventions for students. As the teacher said, neglecting students’ 
problems and wrong education hinder the effectiveness of their bullying interventions because 
this external subsystem affects how bullying occurs (Hui, Tsang & Law, 2011). Some of the 
parents from the cases sharing expressed great concern on students’ future, therefore it is 
possible that they will try to hide the problems so that their children will not be punished. 
Although some of the participants’ schools implement whole-school approach, they still 
reported family education as a difficulty, even they try to include parents to develop their ability 
of responding bullying by holding parents meeting in the beginning of each term. It is advised 
that the schools can increase parents’ education, so that they can cooperate with the parents to 
achieve a more successful outcome. 
 
Time constraint is shown as the major problem, which matches the study of Dake et al. (2003). 
Although some of the participants’ schools implement whole-school bullying proactive 
interventions but not only remedial guidance, some of them still rank academic development 
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higher than that .As a city that focuses on academic development, the lesson schedule is tight 
and time for non-subject education is less. It creates difficulties to arrange whole-school 
antibullying activities as mentioned by one participant. It matches with the study of Hui (2000), 
which may possibly become a barrier for bullying interventions if antibullying is always in a 
lower priority. Since the schools may try to avoid implementing whole-school interventions, 
such as talks, in the normal school days, they become “add-on activities to the school timetable” 
(Hui, 2000, p.77). The interventions would be ineffective as they are inadequate and incomplete 
(Gottfredson, 1987, Allen, 2010). It shows that a lack of systematic and integrated whole-
school developmental programme may be a problem in Hong Kong primary schools. The 
schools should then take a first step to integrate developmental antibullying curriculum into 
the school curriculum (Hui, 2000). 
 
One teacher also found that she was incompetent to handle bullying effectively and also 
showed less value on preventive than remedial interventions. It may be due to the lack of 
knowledge and training to implement effective bullying interventions, which is relevant to the 
perceptions of effectiveness of preventive interventions as suggested by Dake et al. (2003).  
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Conclusions 
 
I have examined Hong Kong primary teachers’ perspective of bullying interventions and 
difficulties they met in this study. Some of the participants found that both proactive and 
reactive approaches serve different functions in bullying interventions, and therefore are both 
effective. However, one teacher favours proactive approach more than reactive one, while 
another teacher is totally opposite. Their choice of interventions are also explained by their 
beliefs of the effectiveness of those interventions on reducing students’ bullying. The study 
also reveals that talking with the students involved in the bullying and punitive approach are 
commonly used by the teachers as reactive interventions, while personal growth lessons, 
seating arrangement, class rules and whole-school interventions, such as talks, are used by 
different participants as proactive interventions. Nevertheless, this study does not explore the 
teachers’ concreate reasons of adopting different interventions. It is also possible that their 
choice of interventions are affected by their schools and other factors that are not discussed in 
this study. Further study can be done to find out more about these. 
 
The difficulties for the teachers to implement bullying interventions are also explored. The 
teachers reported time constraint, incompetent to handle bullying, family education, difficulty 
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to arrange schedule for whole-school bullying interventions and hard to provide specific 
interventions that hinder bullying intervention. Based on these difficulties found, a little 
suggestions are given to enhance the effectiveness of bullying interventions. Regarding the 
difficulties revealed, it is preferable to further explore how these can be solved and how to 
facilitate teachers to develop successful bullying interventions. 
 
To conclude, this study explained “how” the teachers view bullying intervention approaches 
and “why” they prefer certain approaches than the others, and explored the difficulties teachers 
met in implementing bullying intervention. The result is similar to the case in United States 
(Dake et al, 2003) and has filled this research gap in Hong Kong context.  
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Appendix 
1. A consent form to the participants 
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2. Interview questions in English and Chinese versions 
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3. A sample transcript of the interview 
Participant: Beth 
 
Q: Interviewer A: Participant 
 
Q: How long have you been teaching? 
 
A: More than 10 years. 
 
Q: What subject? 
 
A: English. 
 
Q: Have you ever been a class teacher? 
 
A: Yes. 
 
Q: Can you briefly introduce this school? Is this school CMI? 
 
A: CMI school. Government aided.  
 
Q: How about the students’ background? 
 
A: They are mainly come from… most of their parents need to work and they come from the low-income 
families in this district. 
 
Q: Are they mainly new immigrants from mainland China? 
 
A: Not that many, there are more local students. But there are some new immigrants from the mainland China. 
 
Q: That means a small proportion of them are from the mainland China. 
 
A: Yes. 
Q: Have you met any bullying cases in this school? Any cases that you regard as bullying? 
 
A: This school…I think there are not many. The kids here are simple and usually well-behaved. If you refer to 
name-calling, they are just playing, not a serious deal. I can’t see cases that students are unhappy with the name-
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calling. Bullying (蝦同學)… there is not much. Because we are a Christian school, we always teach students in 
a religious way, like how to respect others, how to care and love others.  
 
Q: Does this school have anything similar to moral lessons? 
 
A: We have personal growth lessons (成長課) which is similar to moral lessons. There will be different topics, 
some are about themselves, some are about the family, some are about society and the country, and topics like 
respect and tolerant. 
 
Q: Have you tried teaching personal growth lessons? 
 
A: Yes, every class teachers need to teach that in the school.  
 
Q: Does it cover anything about bullying? 
 
A: We won’t mention it deliberately but we will talk about to respect others before head, for example, we have 
to respect others’ culture if we come from different countries, and to help others. These will be covered in the 
lessons. But we won’t talk about bullying in specific.  
 
Q: Then does that mean you haven’t done any whole-class bullying intervention before? 
 
A: I do not have these kinds of experience. 
 
Q: It is fine. But have you thought about or tried to do so? 
 
A: It is for sure that if bullying happens, we have to deal with it. We have to protect the kids as well. So when it 
happens, first for the victims, we have to comfort and care them, and see how we can communicate with the 
parents. For the other kids, I think we need to stop their behaviour first, and we also need to teach them not to 
bully others, or maybe even a general education that they need to learn how to love and help others. It is to 
transmit positive messages to them. 
 
Q: Ok. Since you haven’t done similar intervention, but you have mentioned in the RS and personal growth 
lessons that you talked about relevant topics. But do you foresee any difficulties in conveying anti-bullying 
messages in these lessons? 
 
A: I don’t really find difficulties in it. Through assembly or sharing in RS lessons, we teach them how to love 
others in different perspectives. We take it easy, such as sharing stories from bible, and then convey some 
messages from it. So our kids can easily accept how to respect, care and love others. 
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A: Let me give an example, the topic of today’s assembly is respect. Through talking a story about the good 
Samaritan, they know how to respect people from different countries and help them when they need. It is very 
easy to tell them all these ideas. 
 
Q: Which of the following intervention you regard as effective, whole class intervention, talk, moral lesson, 
workshop? Which one is the most effective in controlling bullying? 
 
A: I think all of them are necessary. For the lessons, we need RS and moral lessons to convey these ideas. 
Because they are authorized lessons, in those lessons we can go deeper by doing some activities. But talk and 
workshop are both useful, it can be in a whole-school mode and invite some guest-speakers to give a talk. It is 
more like one-way communication, the guest-speaker talks while the students receive the messages. But I think 
bullying interventions can be implemented in more than one way (workshop+lesson). We don’t have many 
bullying cases, but I heard cyberbullying more in society. Our students don’t go online frequently, but it is an 
online trend that people find out the personal information of the others and criticize others. I have heard that 
before. 
 
Q: Understand. 
 
A: So for these topics we sometimes invite talkers to give a talk, like how to protect intellectual property. 
 
Q: Regarding the cyberbullying issue, do you think teachers can implement whole-class education for that? 
 
A: This will be better to be done in computer lessons. Like teaching children how to use chat room, facebook 
and teach them the right attitudes during surfing Internet. It is to let them know the society is advanced, we can 
communicate and contact others easily, we can know more about others, so we have to learn how to respect 
others.  
 
Q: Do you foresee any difficulties when using computer lessons to teach anti-bullying? 
 
A: I don’t think there will be huge difficulties, but I think the teachers will teach what they should do in the 
lessons, yet when the children get back home… it really depends on their family education. It depends on if their 
parents know how to teach… and when bullying happens, communication and the cooperation with the parents 
are very important. Usually the children are willing to listen when the teachers tell them, but when the parents 
know this happens do they know how to find a good way to deal with? This is something that I found it the most 
difficult. 
 
Q: Okay. Which of the whole-class interventions you found the least effective? For example, talks we have 
mentioned before, workshops, personal growth lessons.  
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A: I think all of them are effective. These are all preventive approaches. If there are no bullying cases, we can 
teach them more by these methods. But if something have happened, it is about how to deal with the problems, 
this is very important, like how to deal with the problems without hurting the children. If bullying happens, 
there must be some children involved. Sometimes we don’t want more people know that, the teachers’ skill is 
very important. Or maybe how to let the victims think they are not hurt, or how to teach the bullies to acquire 
right values. These are very important. 
 
Q: What factors do you think can lead to a successful whole-class interventions?  
 
A: I think teachers’ effort is very important. Such as first, are the teachers observe enough to know what 
happens in the classroom? If something happens and the teachers do nothing about it, the situation may get 
worse. But if the teachers put a lot of time to talk with different parties or implement general whole-class 
education which allow students know what bullying is, then I think it is quite successful. Another thing is that 
between the teachers and the students… when the teachers tell students something, how much do they receive 
and how willing are they to do it? It really depends on the relationship between the teachers and the students. In 
the whole-class perspective, students and teachers have to work together to achieve success.  
 
Q: In question 9 you can see 4 factors, how do you think these can help you implement whole-class 
intervention? The first factor is government. 
 
A: Maybe I will talk about those I can easily talk about first. I think students factors are the easiest to handle, 
because in the school what teachers say will be an order and authority. When the teachers talk to students, 
generally they will listen. For the support from school, it is very different when these happens what attitude the 
school is using, whether they handle it positively or just cover the case. The school have to give more support 
for the teachers to handle it. Parents is a factor that we need to consider, first because the parents are very 
sensitive now. So whether the parents will cover the cases for protecting their children at the first place or they 
know that their children are wrong and to cooperate with the teachers and the school. We will also see how the 
parents react. I personally think that the government have done not much in this area. We don’t talk about 
bullying that much in Hong Kong. It is always back to how the schools and teachers handle it. I think the 
government should do more in education.  
 
Q: You mean in policy making? 
 
A: Yes, for example, like cyberbullying, it is the government who need to handle it. What I see in society is that 
the government seems to have done nothing to protect the victims of cyberbullying.  
 
Q: What do you think the government can do practically? Is it the policies or the rules that need to be taken 
action? 
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A: I don’t know much about laws. But I can see a lot of cases of cyberbullying. I don’t see any actions taken by 
the government. For the normal bullying, especially the physical one, we can handle it or even call the police. 
But it is not the case online, it is hard to trace. The government will need to improve communication and 
education.  
 
Q: Here is the end of the interview, thank you for your time. 
 
